
ROAD-CLEARIN
OPERATION

Major GeneralVinh Lee, South Vietnamese

IN SOUTHEAST Asia, Vietnam is
the only country where the annual

rainy season occurs at different times
in different parts of the country.
Whereas pronounced precipitation cov-
ers the Mekong River Delta and the
Central Highlands from May to Octo-
ber, the bad weather perind in the
coastal provincae only begins in late
September.

The weather diversity has an im-
pnrtant effcet on military operations.
In the coastal zone, intensive rainfall
in winter and spring usually causes
devastating flonds and creates difficul-
ties for friendly activities. On the
other hand, the wet and cloudy sum-
mer and autumn in the Highlands of-
fer real tactical advantages to the
Viat Cong because friendly forces,
especially army and air force aviation,
are severaly limited in their move-
ment and operations.

The Viet Cons regarded the 1965
rainy season not simply as a chance
to gain the initiative but as the op-
portunity to bring a dacisive turn to

“22

Armg

their aggression. Under the cover of
rain, fog, and the jungle canopy, and
with massive infiltration from North
Vietnam, they believed they could es-
tahlisb a “liberated zone” within South
Vietnam to serve both political and
morale purposes as a similar move did
so succcesfully at Dien Bien Phu 11
years earlier.

The Highlands were their objective
and coordinated activities were con-
dnctad to put the whole area under
their control and into an economie
asphyxia.

To a certain extent, the Viet Cong
were successful in cutting off access

to the Highlands. The situation
reached a crisis when the main supply
routes to this area—Highways 14, 19,
and 21—were interdicted by system-
atic destruction of bridges, frequent
ambushee, and intense guerrilla actilv-
ity (Fignre 1).

During June 1965 along Highway
19 (about 180 kilometer long), the
population living in resettlement cen-
ters and “new life hamleta” were
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forced to leave their homesteads and
evacuateto the district towns of Binh
Khe and An Khe.

Life in thq chief town of Pleiku
itself was no better. While the price
of food and commodities rose eteadlly,
in some cases more than doubling in
six months, intense Vief Cong activi-
ties took place in the vicinity. The
town of I& Thanh, 40 kilometers west
of Pleiku, was attacked on 1 June,
and a few days later the party of the
chief of the province wae ambuehed.

Evacuation and Panic
The scarcity of food and the in-

creasing enemy pressure forced many
people to evacuate their familiee to
Saigon. Tension in Pleiku became
higher than in the days following tlte
sneak attack on the 2d Corps Advisory
Group billets and the 52d Aviation
Battalion airfield in February. By the
first days of July, the populations of
Pleiku and Kontum were near panic.

On 15 June, with the destruction of
the main bridges on Highway 14, the
last ground link from Banmethuot
and Saigon to Pleiku and Kontum was
cut. The area now depended on air
supply to survive. Available aircraft
could eupply only a fraction of the
needs, even when military equipment
and supplies to the Units stationed in
the Highlands were delayed to give
firet priority to food and medicines.

Major General Vinh Loc is the Com-
manding General of the Zd Corps Tac-
tical Zone, with headqcazrters in Plei-
kct. He is a gradcfute of the Hue Of-
ficer School, the Armored Cavalry
School in France, and the U. S. Armg
Command and General Staff College.

. He has served as Contmandant of the
Armor Communal and aa Commander
of the Vietnamese 9th Infantry Divi-
sion. Prior to his present assignment,
he wae Commander of the CaW”tolMil-
itarv District.

ROAO CLEARING

By early July Highways 1, 11, 14,
19, 20, and 21 were denied to friendly
use, and the ordy link between the
Highlands and the coastal area was
by air,

The heavy enemy preesure in the
Highlands not only at%cted the people
in that remote area, but also had a
serioue morale effect on the people of
the whole country. Something had to
be done.

Therein lay the difficulty, becauee
it was not eimply a matter of concen-
trating neceseary troops to reopen the
highways. The decision had to insure
complete suicees and, at the same
time, deny to the Viet Cong the abil-
ity to retain the initiative by shifting
their activities eleewhere.The decision
aleo had to prevent the Viet Cong
from taking advantage of friendly
handicaps during the rainy season to
aPPIYtheir favorite and skl]led am-
bueh tactics in the rough terrain or to
sacrifice their human waves in order
to obtain spectacular success as was
done at Dien Blen Phu.
Concept of Operation

On 8 July 1966 the 2d Corps corn- .
mand and staff began to plan a large-
ecale road-clearing operation. The con-
cept of Operation Than Phong wae:

● Dissipate the enemy preseureand
‘stimulate the population and troops in
the Highlands by deploying forces
from three directions-cast from
Pleiku, west from Qui Nhon, and north
from An Khe-to occupy key high
ground along Highway 19 and block
and destroy, under close air support,
any enemy concentrations in the area
of operations.

● Position strong reserve forcee at
Pleiku, Suoi Doi, An Khe, and Mang
Pass to etand by for quick-reaction
heliborne operations to encircle the
enemy and counterattack vigorously
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Figure 1.
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to destroy their penetrations. But the ● Maintain maximum secrecy
essenceof the concept was to forestall about the operation, even within the
ambushesrather than intervene to dk- Staff.
rupt and counter ambushes with re- . Maintain the momentum of the
Iief forces. attack to impose complete surpriee

● Increase intelligence activities over the enemy.
and armed reconnaissance prior to ● Organize and dietribute forcee
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Figure 2.

D-day until withdrawal, paralleled by
a diversion in all directions to scatter
the three enemy regiments and pre-
clude their concentration. -

0 Provide maximum security to the
convoys moving day and night during
buildup.

D-day was set for 16 July.
Based upon this concept, three

guidelines were established:

so that no opportunity could be found
by Viet Cong to entrap friendly forcee.

The firet goal was realized by two-
phase planning in which only author-
ized personnel participated. These se-
cret meetings teok place as regular
staff meetings, and precautilonewere
well kept.

A large diversionary plan had been
prepared by all major units available.
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ARTILLERY POSITIONS AND COVERAGE

Figure 3.
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The 22d Infantry Division and the 3d
Armored Battalion were to reopen
Highway 1 from Qui Nhon to Tuy
Hoa.

The Airborne 2d Tack Force and
Regional and Civilian Irregular De-
fense Group Forces were to reestab-
lish the district town of Le Thanh,
and at North Dak Sut the marines’
Alpha Tack Force and the 42d Regi-
ment were to reopen Highway 14. The
20th Engineer Group was to repair the
bridge at Le Bac and Interprovincial
Route 7 from Phu Bon to Tuy Hoa
(Figure 2).
Three Phases

In order to maintain the momen-
tum of the attack and secure complete
eurprise, the operations were divided
into three phaees:

● D minue 6 to D plus 2. Diversion
activities, on-the-spot collection of in-
telligence, movement and positioning
of troops, and opening of the route
and repairing of road and bridges.

● D phrs 3 to D plue 7. Movemente
of cargo convoye.

● D plus 8 and D plus 9. With-
drawal of troops.

It is important to note that all
troop movements, their positioning.

heliborne into northern An Kbe and
attacking south with Task Force Al-
pha of the marines brigade conduct-
ing the linkup.

● To position strong reserves com-
posed of three battalions (one ranger,
one marine, and one airborne) and
two armored troops at tactical points:
Pleiku, Suoi Doi, An Khe, and Mang
Pass.

By this scheme of maneuver, the
most dangerous portion of the route
where meet enemy ambueheson High-
way 19 usuaIly took pIace wae cleared
by a coordinated attack with the main
effort advancing toward the rear of
the enemy.

The task force organization allowed
the 2d Corps to deny the enemy pos-
sible ambuehee by the mobility of its
attached armored elements and the
protection of artillery fire (Figure 3).
Execution

In addition to large numbers of
strike sorties and 66 reconnaissance
and escort miseions, 30 B-52’s pounded
the area around the Mang Yang Pass
with 500 tone of bombs at 0730 on
17 July. J

The task forces were closely con-
trolled in their progress. They re-
tained complete freedom of action, but
2d Corm’ dannirig had compelledthem

and‘the opening of the route actualiy
took place only durhrg five days, from ,

to OCCUPYhigh gr&nds alo~g the high-D minus 2 to D plus 2.
The general scheme of maneuver of

the main effort of Operation Than
Pfiong was as followe:

. To press the Viet Cong from
three directions with movemente
Iaunched from Pleiku and Qui Nhon
and a vertical envelopmentfrom north
of An Khe. Theee maneuvers were ex-
ecuted by a tack force of the Pleiku
sector departing from Pleiku, two”
task forces of the 22d Infantry Divi-
sion departhg from Qui Nhon, and
a tack force of two airborne battalions
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way and to move by successive bounds.
Although the operation required epeed
of action, the adoption of that meas-
ure of careful prevention proved it-
self to be more remunerativethan that
of disentrapment which is apparently
economical but actually expensive.

With these tactics, only minor en-
gagements occurred becauee the en-~
emy had been denied the advantages
he had in the past.

While the deployment of forcee and
adequate tactics forced the Viet Cong
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to remain nearly inactive and created
no problem for the operations, logis-
tiC 8CtiVities met difficulties beea~se
of a transportation shortage.

To meet requirement, all vehicles
from unite stationed at Pleiku and
Qui Nhon were concentrated to form
a PWJ to add tO the capabilities of
the transportation units. This meas-
ure, together with the enforcement of
a tight daily schedule and strict traffic
regulations, allowed within five daya
(D Plus 3 to D plue 7) an initial
buildup of 5,365 tons of euppliee in
Pleiku.

The convoys transfused new life
into the Highlands. Along with an im-
mediate drop of 25 to 30 percent in
the price of food and mmmodities, the

population regained their feelings of
security, confidence, and hope. School-
boy in Pleiku voluntarily helped the
troops in unloading the cargoee, and
people who had started to evacuate
now returned to their homesteede.

Following the military convoys,
commercial buses could circulate
freely and alone, but those carrying
rice were restricted to convoys es-
corted by troops.

Subsequent reeulte at the Duc Co
battle (3 to 18 August), the success-
ful reupening of Highway 21 (19 Au-
gust to 2 September), and the 36-day
pursuit and exploitation by the US 1st
Cavalry Division at Plei Me redressed
the over-all situation in tbe High-
lands.

LESSONSLEARNED
The MILITARYREVIEWis particularly interested in reeeiv-

ing manuscripts covering lessons learned by US unite in
Vietnam. Problems of organization, command and control,
equipment, tactics, and fire support merit informed discus-
sion. After complying with appropriate kal regulations,
authors may submit manueeripts direct tothe MILITMY RE
VIEW.We will obtain the necessary security review on those
accepted.
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